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El Salvador's civil war has displaced within the country over half a million people, many of whom
suffered further hardship from the 1986 earthquake. Thousands more Salvadorans have fled their
country and live in uncertain circumstances in refugee camps in Central America. Over 500,000
have found their way to the United States in search of safe haven. The US denies them this haven
and continues to deport over 100 Salvadorans weekly back to their war-torn country. Only four
percent of those Salvadorans who apply for asylum a legal status granted to those who can prove
that they are likely to suffer persecution based on race, nationality, religion, membership in a
particular social group, or political opinion are granted such status. Representative Joe Moakley
(D-MA) and Senator Dennis DeConcini (D)AZ) have introduced bills (H.R. 618 and S. 332) to
suspend the deportation of Salvadorans for approximately two years. The suspension is linked
to a study of possible security and humanitarian problems facing deported Salvadorans as well
as general conditions for Salvadoran refugees in Central America. H.R. 618 also would suspend
deportation of Nicaraguan refugees. The Reagan administration views Salvadorans in the United
States as economic migrants rather than genuine refugees who deserve asylum. It also cites surveys
conducted by the Intergovernmental Committee for Migration (ICM), a private organization
that provides transportation and training to refugees throughout the world, that conclude that
Salvadorans are not persecuted upon return to El Salvador. The administration maintains that the
US-funded program administered by ICM provides protection for deported Salvadorans. Finally,
it argues that the case-by-case review provided for by the 1980 Refugee Act is sufficient to identify
and grant asylum to those who would suffer persecution upon their return to El Salvador. Critics
of the administration view maintain that Salvadorans in the United States cannot be dismissed as
economic migrants. Most of the estimated 500,000 Salvadorans in the US came after the start of the
civil war. Studies show the reason for their flight to be the violence in El Salvador. The 1980 census,
which corresponds with the start of the Salvadoran civil war, projected only 94,000 Salvadorans in
the US, legally and illegally. The Bureau of the Census itself states that "Salvadorans began fleeing
their country en masse in April, 1980 as the conflict between government troops and opposition
forces escalated after the assassination of Catholic Archbishop Oscar Romero." (Linda S. Peterson,
Statement before the Subcommittee on Census and Population, U.S. House of Representatives,
June 27, 1985) The ICM study, on which the administration bases its position disputing the threat to
Salvadorans returned to their country is highly questionable. The research methods used by ICM's
own admission are not scientific because they survey only those returnees who agree to be contacted
by ICM upon their return to El Salvador. The lack of a reliable postal system in El Salvador raises
questions about a method that relies on mailed questionnaires and responses. Finally, a study of
the fate of returnees by the same organization that receives government funds to provide assistance
to those returnees represents a serious potential conflict of interest. The ICM program cannot
provide adequate protection to returning Salvadorans. The program provides transportation
within El Salvador for those returning and monitors the needs of some returnees. While skilled in
providing transportation and training assistance, ICM has no experience in providing protection to
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refugees or in monitoring human rights. In 1986 ICM found it necessary to initiate a resettlement
program in Argentina for displaced Salvadorans because protection could not be provided within
El Salvador. Salvadorans who can establish a well-founded fear of persecution may be granted
asylum in the United States. Asylum is not the answer, however, for thousands of Salvadorans who,
while unable to prove persecution, have reason to fear for their safety if forced to return to wartorn El Salvador. Their situation clearly resembles that of other nationalities who have been granted
Extended Voluntary Departure (EVD). EVD temporarily suspends deportation for nationality groups
who face generalized violence in their homelands. Fifteen groups in the last 27 years have been
granted EVD, which is extended at the discretion of the U.S. Attorney General. Currently, Poles,
Afghans and Ethiopians are protected from deportation under EVD. (From April 1987 reports by the
National Coalition for a New Foreign and Military Policy, 712 G Street, SE, Washington, DC 20003;
202/546-8400.)
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